THE JONAH STORY AND KINDRED LEGENDS.
BY THE EDITOR.

THEdeath

ancient tradition of the fish as a guide through the ocean

of

reaches a

new phase

in

their classical type in the Biblical

those stories which have found

Book

of Jonah.

The myth

as-

form and thereby the properly mythological feasumes
it
is humanized, but the symbolic meaning of it
tures disappear;
a literary

THE JONAH STORY ON A SACOPHAGUS.
Found on Mt. Vatican.

was

still

understood in the days of Christ.

additions to the

Old

Being one of the

Testament the story scarcely received

shape much before the third century preceding our

The

interpretation of the

Jonah story

is

its

latest
final

era.

contained in a prophecy

which Gospel tradition places in the mouth of Jesus himself, who
says "For as Jonas was three days and three nights in the whale's
:
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belly

;

so shall the

Son of man be three days and three nights

in the

heart of the earth."

The

interpretation of the fish as representing both the

powers

of death and also the chance of resurrection, or of an immortality
of

some kind,

may assume

unequivocally expressed in the quoted passage.

is

that this interpretation

is

We

the echo of a very ancient

and actually represents the original meaning of the myth.
of Jonah is apparently not derived from an Israelite
source.
Its Gentile origin is indicated by the fact that its scene is
laid in Xineveh the "Fish City."
It is the only book of the Old
Testament which speaks of the salvation and conversion of a Gentile
nation.
It is true the hero of the story appears to be, though he is
tradition

The Book

not necessarily, a Jew, brt he
to convert

them

to

is

sent out to pagans.

He

is

sent not

Judaism, but to make them repent of their

JONAH AT
Fresco

in the

SEA.

Catacombs of

The moralizing tendency

in

sins.

St. Calixtus.

connection with the legend ought

not surprise us, for the same tendency develops in other myths.

Think only of the moral lessons which accompany the Heracles
story in its later versions where the solar hero from a boisterous
and sometimes even mad athlete develops into a paragon of virtue
and the ideal of a cosmopolitan defender of the right.
The Jonah story is not so isolated in comparative folklore as it
might appear. It is true that the versions of it in the mythology of
other nations seem to have disappeared, but traces of it are still left
in (ireek mythology, only the dolphin replaces the monster fish.
The dolphin is sacred to such saviour gods who are restorers
One Greek legend explains
to life as Apollo, Eros and Dionysus.'
the connection between Dionysus and the dolphin in the story that
occasionally pictured as carrying a dolphin on her shield
head. For an instance see a vase among the Athenean
prize vessels in Springer's Ktiiisfgcschiclitc, I, 102.
*

Athene too

in place of the

is

Medusa
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Dionysus was once causlit by Tyrrhenian pirates who were changed
into dolphins and then driven into the sea by satyrs. Thenceforward
the dolphin

was sacred

to Dionysus.

We
in

this

cannot doubt that the original meaning has been obliterated
legend which is artistically represented in the relief of the

Lysicrates

The

monument at Athens.
known legend of salvation through

1)cst

a fish

is

the legend
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Arion the minstrel was on his way to
precious gifts which he had gathered while abroad. The sailors coveted his treasures and wanted
to kill him, but granted him his last wish to sing before he died.
Then the dolphins gathered around the ship and when he jumped
into the sea, one of them carried him safely to shore. Arion, however, forgot to push the dolphin back into the open water, and so
the unfortunate creature died on the shore.
The king of Corinth
ordered a burial as if he had been a human being and placed a bronze
of Arion.

It is said that

Corinth bringing with him

many

ARION ON THE DOLPHIN.

A

coin of

Methymna.

dolphin on the tomb in commemoration of the marvelous event.

When

the sailors reached Corinth he

summoned them

to his palace

and inquired after the fate of his friend Arion. They declared that
he had died on the voyage and were ready to confirm the statement
by oath. The king led them to the dolphin monument, but when
they were ready to take the oath Arion stepped forth from the inside
of the statue whereby the sailors were convicted of their crime.
We can not doubt that Arion was originally a god like Apollo,
like Eros or Dionysus.
His minstrel character he had in common
with these three gods, and that he passed unharmed through the
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sea on a fish's back symbolizes the soul's journey through death to

new

myth has been humanway than the story of Jonah. There may
actually have been a bronze monument erected to the sacred fish,
and the poet who adapted the tale to the taste of his age made Arion
ride on the back of the dolphin and afterwards come out from
within the monument.
We must assume that in the myth Arion
life.^

In assuming a literary shape the

ized but in a different

came
from the bronze monument. The
connecting link may have been the dramatic performances of the
legend in which this tradition was commemorated.
Another story less known but not less significant is preserved
in the legend of Melikcrtes.
But in this case the fish rescues the
body of the victim, and so we are reminded that the hero must die
and did die according to the old tradition. The legend states that
traversed the sea in the belly of the fish and on arriving he
forth from the real dolphin, not

MELKARTH ON THE SEA-HORSE.
Tyrian

coin.

Below the waves

is

a dolphin.

Semele and aunt of Dionysus, in order to escape the
wrath of her husband, King Athamas, threw herself and her youngIno, the sister of

from the Molurian rock. She became the local goddess of those shores, helping sailors in distress.
The body of Melikertes, however, was borne by a dolphin to the
est son Melikertes into the sea

isthmus of Corinth and deposited under a pine-tree.
ians instituted the Isthmian

games

in his

The

Corinth-

honor, and coins of Corinth

commemorate the event.
The name Melikertes seems to indicate that this form of the
legend has been imported from Phoenicia, for the name Melikertes
appears to be a Hellenized form of Melkarth.

This derivation

further confirmed by the existence of a Tyrian coin on which
karth, lord of the city of Tyre,

horse.

is

is

]\Iel-

represented as riding on a sea

The Greek word Melikertes would mean honey-winner, and

^Hermes hilled Argus to sleep by his music, and the same figure of a
divinity of death is represented by the piper of Hamlin. The sirens too sing,
and so also does the siren of the Rhine, the Lorelei.

COINS ILLUSTRATING THE MORE IMPORTANT FORMS OF THE GREEK

DOLPHIN LEGENDS.
From

Usener, Die SintHuthsagen, frontispiece.
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For further particulars witli regard to the dolphin coins (on the opposite
page) see Usener, pp. 278-279. It will be noted that three out of the four
Corinthian coins (10-13) picture Melikcrtcs as alive riding on the dolphin in
an upright position.
1.

Bronze medallion of Maximinus from Anchialus: Aphrodite
and at her left Eros on the dolphin.

upright

in

position
2.

Bronze of Antoninus Pius from Nicomedia: Eros turning the dolphin

to

the right.
3.

Bronze of Elagabal from Pcrinlhus

Eros reining

:

in the

dolphin to the

right.
4.

Bronze of Gordian from Pcrinthus

Eros riding the dolphin towards the

:

left.
5.

An amber from
left

6.

7.

and holding

Cyzicus

A man

:

of the Tarentinc type riding towards the

hand

in his right

a tunny;

below him anotlier tunny.

woman riding on a dolphin
Another amber from Cyzicus A
towards the left with a wreath in her right hand and a sliield in her left;
below a tunny.
fully dressed

:

Bronze of the first century B.C., from Methymna in Lesbos
sitting on a dolpliin with his legs hanging down in front

:

;

A

man,

clotlied,

in his left

hand

a lyre.
8.

Bronze of Commodus from ]\Iethymna in Lesbos A man, clothed, riding
towards the left on a dolphin and turning backwards in his left hand a lyre.
:

;

9.

10.

12.
13.

youth with

left

arm thrown over

a dolphin

Corinthian bronze of Marcus Aurelius Melikertes stretched out dead on
swimming dolphin behind him the sacred pine.
:

the
11.

A

Bronze from lassus in Caria:
swimming toward the right.

;

Corinthian bronze of Antoninus Pius: Melikertes standing upright with
a mantle falling over his back, the dolphin facing toward the right.
Corinthian bronze of Lucius Verus

:

Melikertes as youth riding on a dolphin.

Corinthian bronze from the time of Tiberius

:

Melikertes as a child hold-

ing a thyrsus staff over his shoulder.
14.

Ambracia Athene-head with helmet;
on a dolphin clasping his left knee with

Silver coin of

Eros

sitting

Silver coin of

16.

Silver

17.

Silver
Silver

at

her

left

a

winged

his hands.

A dolphin rider with a polypus in his left hand.
coin of Tarentum A dolphin rider facing the left a mussel below.
coin of Tarentum: A dolphin rider with inscription.
coin of Tarentum A dolphin rider facing the spectator and spearing

15.

18.

:

Tarentum

:

:

;

:

a fish with a trident.
19.

20.

Silver coin of Tarentum
hand and a round shield

Silver coin of

Tarentum

:

A

dolphin rider holding a trident

in the

right

in the left.
:

A

with spear and shield in his

dolphin rider kneeling on his right knee and
left

hand.
a cornucopia in his left

21.

Bronze coin of Brundisium :'A dolphin rider with
hand, and a Victory standing on his right hand.

22.

Bronze coin from Paestum Eros riding on a dolphin holding
hand a wreath and in his left an upraised trident.
:

in his right

THE OPEN COURT.

278

Greece his name was associated with the honey cult, but it has
little to do with honey as Heracles with the goddess
Hera.
These explanations are mere afterthoughts suggested by
in

originally as

One

accidental similarity of sound.

coin here inserted (the last in

CORINTHIAN COINS IN HONOR OF MEILKERTES.
our illustration) indicates that Melikertes was originally a god of
is surrounded by ears of wheat and other
symbols of vegetable life. Hans Schmidt in his scholarly book on
Jona (Gottingen, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1907) points out that

vegetation, because he

JONAH
in the

two

IN

THE CATACOMBS.

stories of Melikertes

and Arion the

artistic sense of the

Greek has obliterated the grotesque features of the myth which appear natural in Oriental religions but are offensive to Greek taste.
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The

story of salvation through the fish

popular, for

it

was

told
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must have been very

and retold and changed

in different versions.

Plellanikos in an incidental comment (apud. Schol. Iliad Y. 146)
relates that Heracles in delivering Hesione, the daughter of King
Laomedon of Troy, descended into the belly of a dragon and slew

him by cutting his intestines, which was a task of three days' labor.
The monster was of such a nature as to burn the hero's hair by the
internal heat of his body.

JASON COMING OUT OF THE DRAGON
From an Attic vase.
This adventure

is

quite isolated

the twelve labors of Heracles; yet

and
it

is

S

MOUTH.

not enumerated

among

finds another parallel in the

story of Jason not mentioned in the legend, but repeatedly repre-

sented in

art.

There

is

a vase picture which shows Jason coming
Before him stands

out of a dragon's jaws in a fainting condition.

Athene assisting the hero in the accomplishment of his feat. Happily Jason is identified by an inscription and Athene by the medusa
head on her breast and an owl which she holds in her left hand.
Otherwise in the absence of all information in Greek literature we
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would be

at a loss

what

to

in ancient art isolated, for

make of the picture. Nor is this motive
an Etruscan metal mirror pictures Jason,

A CHRISTIAN VERSION OF THE FISH AS AN ENEMY.
The

angelic figures representing the three persons of the Trinity
attack a monster and a fish which stand for Behemoth and Leviathan.

JASON SWALLOWED BY A SERPENT.
Ornament

of an Etruscan mirror.

who is identified by an inscription, sword
by a snake-like monster.
The Jonah

story differs

in

hand as being swallowed

from the myth of Heracles

in so far

THE JONAH STORY AND KINDRED LEGENDS.
as the fish lias changed into a monster which

against and con({iicred.

The

fish

]wwcr of death from which man's

I'ERSEUS IN

as a
life

must be struggled

saviour changes into the

must be rescued.

COMBAT WITH THE GREAT

Hydria

in Berlin
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This ap-

FISH.

Museum.

pears not only in the stories of Heracles and Jason but also in their

and the rescue of Andromeda, which
most dramatically represented on a hydria, a water jar preserved

variant, the story of Perseus
is

HERACLES ENTERING THE JAWS OF THE MONSTER.
Etruscan vase picture of Perugia.

in the Berlin

Museum.

We

see

Andromeda

tied to a rock; to the

right and to the left are her parents, and underneath in the water,

which

is

indicated by the presence of

fish,

Perseus with a sickle
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sword

in his right

hand and a lance

in the left struggles

with the

monster.
rescue of Andromeda was a favorite subject with Greek
and our frontispiece shows one of the most beautiful marble
reliefs that have come down to us from Greek antiquity.
We know nothing more about these legends, but the indication

The

artists,

JONAH THROWN OVERBOARD.
Typical Christian representation by Fred. B. Schell.
is

sufficient

to prove

that

there were

myths current among the

Greeks after the pattern of the Jonah story.
It is peculiar that Hellanikos makes Heracles stay three days
in the belly of the monster, and this is the same time attributed to
Jonah by Jesus and to his own sojourn in the "heart of the earth,"
which means the abode of death.^

"For an explanation of the number
etc.,

in

see the author's article "Tlie

The Monist, Vol. XVI,

p.

4T5-

and a

half, after three days,

in Christian

Prophecy," published

three, three

Number

tt
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While the Jewish prophet plays the part of a patient sufferer,
being swallowed and spit out again, the Greek heroes enter the
dragon's jaws not in passive submission, but with sword in hand
and gain
through prayer by the mercy of God, but through

as energetic fighters, determined to conquer the monster
their salvation not

their

own valor.
Though nothing can

source, and

if

we

consider that

great Assyrian metropolis,
that

we

shall

it does not seem probJonah has been derived from a Greek

be positively stated

able that the biblical story of

it

has been located in Nineveh, the

we may assume with

great plausibility

have to seek the immediate source of the story

in

JONAH REACHING THE SHORE.
Typical Bible illustration.

Assyria, perhaps through a Babylonian

medium.

yet been able to trace the original in the ancient

That we have not
monuments is no

refutation.
At any rate there is no reason to seek its source in a
more distant country, as for instance India, where Pischel locates
it.
Whether or not this hypothesis be correct, it stands to reason that

ultimately

all

the legends of the fish representing death with the

back to a prehistoric source in which animal
symbolism was an essential feature of religion.
We may mention in this connection that the idea of magicians

power

to save date

living in the belly of a fish occurs also in other quarters of the
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world, but the similarity of this idea to the Jonah story is only in
Mr. Albert Niblack publishes an interesting report

appearance.

about the Haida Indians
of the U. S. National

in

an

article

Museum,

which appeared

in the

1888, p. 231, under the

Report

title

"The

Coast Indians of Southern Alaska and Northern British Columbia."
There a medicine man is mentioned who inhabits a big fish, and
the adjoined picture shows this soi-disant

Haida Jonah in the belly
werwohf called skana, for it is
stated that he can change his shape into any animal, but his common
lodging is an orca or whale.
Mr. Niblack (pp. 322-323) quotes
Judge Swan as saying:
of an orca.

He

is

a kind of Indian

THE HAIDA JONAH.
"He can change into any desired form, and manj^ are the legends about
One which was related to me was that ages ago the Indians were out
seal-hunting. The weather was calm and the sea smooth. One of these killers,
him.

or black-fish, a species of porpoise, kept alongside of a canoe, and the young
men amused themselves by throwing stones from the canoe ballast and hitting
the fin of the killer.

After some pretty hard blows from these rocks the

made

for the shore,

and

their curiosity

where it grounded on the beach. Soon a smoke
prompted them to ascertain the cause, but when
they reached the shore they discovered, to their surprise, that it was a large
canoe, and not a Skana that was on the beach, and that a man was on shore cooking some food. He asked them why they threw stones at his canoe. 'You have
broken it,' he said, 'and now go into the woods and get some cedar withes
and mend it' They did so, and when they had finished the man said, 'Turn
your backs to the water and cover your heads with your skin blankets, and
don't you look till I call you.' They did so, and heard the canoe grate on the
beach as it was hauled down into the surf. Then the man said, 'Look, now.'
creature

was

seen,
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man

looked, and

saw the canoe

sitting in the stern;

but
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just going over the first breaker

when

it

came

to the second breaker

and the
it went

under and presently came up outside of the breakers a killer and not a canoe,
and the man or demon was in its belly. This allegory is common among all
the tribes on the northwest coast, and even with the interior tribes with whom
(he salmon takes the place of the orca, which never ascends the fresh-water
rivers. The Chilkat and other tribes of Alaska carve figures of salmon, inside
of which is the full figure of a nude Indian. .. .Casual observers, without inquiry, will at once pronounce it to be Jonah in the fish's belly, but the allegory
is of ancient origin, far antedating the advent of the white man or the teachings of the missionary."

states that we have here no echo on the
Jonah story because the legend antedates the appearance of
the white people.
We might add that in other respects too the
story bears no resemblance to the tale of Jonah or any of its kindred

Mr. Niblack expressly

biblical

versions.

The

similarity

is

only in the appearance of the picture,

which is quite incidental, but back of it there is after all a connection
between the two through the aboriginal belief in the magic power of
the

fish,

man
awe.

who among

the ITaida

is

identified with a great

medicine

inhabiting the ocean and regarded by the Indians with great

